L oss of a job, particularly one through which you identify or define yourself, is a big blow to the psyche. As a nurse, I knew this, yet it still took me nearly 2 years to feel the wind fully back in my sails. I had worked for more than 20 years in what I can now describe as an excellent, yet very stressful, occupational health nurse management position. This job had allowed me to bloom as an occupational health nurse and supported me through years of involvement in the American Association of Occupational Health Nurses, Inc. (AAOHN) at the local and state chapter levels. In this position, I had opportunities and latitude to create programs, write procedures, and improve the overall effectiveness of the company's health and safety programs and culture. The employees were happy and I felt vital and involved. My performance reviews and annual salary increases indicated management valued me. I was somewhat aware of the impact such a high-stress job had on my family, and was most grateful for their support and resilience. The job was important to me and my family needed the salary and health insurance benefits, so I easily justified the long hours and attention demanded by the position.
I was involved in daily planning meetings, company management retreats, and think-tank sessions. I was included in preparations for the first series of layoffs, alerting managers to the potential for increased work-related injuries and the need to remind employees about the availability of the Employee Assistance Program. However, the day the "new company president" was introduced by the Board as someone who would streamline the organization, the change I felt was visceral.
Occupational health and safety is about serving people. Occupational health nurses create environments that cause no harm and enhance communication and service. Occupational health nurses do not treat employees as dispensable. This process of streamlining the organization was foreign to me-cold, calculating, and impersonal. I watched as, one by one, long-time employees reluctantly chose early retirement packages or transfers. I have since wondered if they were indeed the lucky ones. I offered counsel to employees who confided they had to stop several times on the way to work to vomit due to anxiety. I was saddened that some employees felt they needed to leave by slamming the door on all those not earmarked for downsizing. Everyone was affected by the change.
I remained to help consolidate departments. Many offices were now empty. The larger offices had been designated as storage areas for desks, phones, computers, and ergonomically correct chairs. New purchases were not allowed. The remaining employees needed permission to look through these items for equipment they could use while a security officer watched.
The company decided not to announce the second wave of layoffs. These employees were informed that security would escort them off-site once their personal effects had been gathered.
Work became less meaningful. The paycheck continued, and there was work to do, but enthusiasm and commitment were absent. Then came the acquisition. It seemed someone might be interested in what I had to offer. I became involved in transitioning processes and programs into a single, larger Employee Safety and Health system. That honeymoon quickly ended, however, when I was reminded that "we bought you, you didn't buy us."
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My title and responsibilities changed. I began traveling as a consultant representing the company while working from a home office. Then the work rules changed. I was given the choice of staying, working in a different role (training would be provided), and commuting 2½ hours one way daily or leaving. It really was not a choice. I emptied drawers, purged computer drives, and packed up 20 years of personal effects. I said my goodbyes and e-mailed my home contact information to a few individuals who had been good partners and friends.
It was an awful feeling. My years of effort were no longer considered valuable. I questioned my past choices and struggled to keep cynicism at bay. I reminded myself that I needed time to sort things out and not make irrational decisions.
I knew I needed to get back to basics, my basics. On a professional level, I was a nurse first. Occupational health nursing had become a rewarding direction. I took stock of my years of experience in many venues. I reminded myself of my talents and interests and explored them as they related to new employment possibilities. Unemployment compensation relieved some of the pressure, allowing me time to think about the future without having to settle for the first job that came along. I began to find my wings.
One important discovery I made was that occupational health nurses are vitally connected. Our network is one of our most significant strengths, as we reach out to peers for advice, support, or employment. I needed to be more thoughtful about commitments, particularly when committing to a company. It was difficult for me to accept that my commitment to the company had meant something only to me. It was also difficult to realize just how much of me I had lost by devoting so much of myself to work. I had lost the balance provided by time with family and friends, spirituality, and involvement with the community.
Choices are a constant of life, and we are affected by the choices we make. I feel lucky to see that now. Going forward, my choices will be influenced by a renewed commitment to compassion that uses my strengths.
